TOWN OF ACTON
INTERDEPARTMENTAL COMMUNICATION
TOWN MANAGER’S OFFICE

**k**k**ﬁ*****&*********************************************************

DATE: October 29, 2004
TO: F.Dore’ Hunter, Chairman, Board of Selectmen
FROM: Don P. Johnson
SUBJECT: Draft Comments to ZBA, The Woodlands at Laurel Hill

****#********ﬁ********************#**********************%**************

Attached is a draft of potential Board comments to the 7ZBA in the subject regard.
As per your suggestion, this is basically a revised version of Peter Ashton’s report to the
Board of Sclectmen. I have made some additions, based on the meeting we had yesterday
but T am not sure I covered (remembered) all of the additional comments/observations
you asked me to include. Please review it closely in that regard.

ce: Board of Selectmen



TOWN OF ACTON
472 Main Street
Acton, Massachusetts, 01720
Telephone (978) 264-9012
Fax (978) 264-3630
E-Mail BOS@town-ma.gov

E. Dore’ Hunter, Chairman
Board of Selectmen

DRAFT
November 1, 2004

Jonathan Wagner, Chairman
Acton Zoning Board of Appeals

Subject: Initial Board of Selectmen Comments, Ch 40B Project, The Woodlands at Laurel Hill

The Board of Selectmen has reviewed the application for a comprehensive permit under Ch. 40B
for The Woodlands at Laurel Hill. This is a 296 unit development in Acton near Nagog with another 56
units in Westford. The propesty extends behind the Nagog office development and borders Westford. The
bulk of the housing units are planned for Acton with the sewerage facility to be located in Westford. There
is some indication that the developer may develop additional units after completion of this initial project.
Summarized below are the Board’s comments and concerns.

e This project if approved would significantly expand our stock of affordable housing and move us
substantially closer to the magic 10% figure. Currently, less than 2.5% of Acton’s housing stock
qualifies toward our 10% “affordabie” requirement. This project, as presented, would apparentty
move Acton fo the 6%-6.5% level. Despite this obvious benefit, we have a number of concerns
about the application and its potential impact on the town, particularly the town’s ability to provide
services to this new community.

+  As Town Counsel, Steve Anderson, has already noted, the applicant has requested waivers from
local zoning and other regulations and by-laws totaling 16 pages. We defer to his wisdom and
advice regarding most of these requests, although there are a few of particular concern:

o The plans and associated information/documents provided by the developer are in very
preliminary form, e.g., drainage, earth removal, and hydrologic data are not included.
Neither is information on utilities, location of affordable units, location of fire hydrants,
and many other itenss. We would trust that the ZBA will insist on the developer
providing all of this information prior to considering the application.

o Request for a waiver from sections 8.1.16ff of Zoning By-Law relating to dead end
streets, single access streets, etc. This is a huge issue from a public safety standpoint.
The entire project is to be built off a single connection road off of Nagog Park Drive,
itself a single access road a very lengthy distance from Great Road.

o Request for a waiver from the local wetlands by-law — we would strongly oppose granting
this waiver uniil the developer shows what resources under the local by-law would be
affected.



o The developer requests a waiver from providing information on how the project is
consistent with local needs — this is the cornerstone of the application process and the
developer should be required to produce such a justification in detail.

o The applicant requests a waiver from the application fee of $29,000 (plus review fees).
Yet his pro forma includes items for these costs!

e Project pro forma financial analysis — the pro forma is somewhat more detailed than what we have
seen in the past, however, no justification is provided for the project expenses, which in some
cases appear very high. The ZBA must retain the services of a qualified consultant {similar to
what was done for the Main St. project) as this will be the best way to analyze both the actual
profit embedded i the pro forma as well as the impact of any proposed changes to the size of the
project. Total development costs are $44 million, or approximately $148,700 per unit. There is no
appraisal justifying the purchase price of $2.8 million for the land. No costs are included for the
Westford piece either, so there is no way to determine how joint costs are being allocated. These
costs should be requested and the pro forma presented on a combined Acton-Westford basis. Also
as we do not understand the HUD loan program being used, we cannot comment on the HUD
underwriting cost or the loan calculation, although the loan is paid out over only 15 years. A
rough, quick and dirty look at the profit on the project based on the 15 year cash flow analysis
suggests a profit in the 12-15 percent range. However, we are not sure why the developer stops the
analysis at 15 years, Using a 20-year time horizon for the project yields a much higher profit on
the project in excess of 20 percent. Again this is an issue that a consultant must examine.

e The projected rents are based on a market study which must also be evaluated. Projected rents are
not significantly different between the market rate units and the affordable units except for the
farger 2 bedrcom snits,! We would question the rates on the market units, especially the 2
bedroom units, based on the comparables included in the market analysis. Also, we question the
comparability of some of the apartments included in the market smady, such as the two located in
Lawrence. Finally, we think the affordable units could probably be priced lower.

e The fiscal impact analysis presented by the applicant (misnamed an economic impact analysis) is
woefully inadequate and fails to consider the most important impact on local services of this
project: the impact on public safety resources. The analysis only examines the fiscal impact of the
project on schools. It uses three, dated, state-wide studies relating the number of school-age
children per apartment by size and concludes that the project will generate between 31 and 40
school-age children” Based on the anticipated taxes to be paid on the development ($519,000)°
and per pupil costs of $6,800," the study cancludes that the fiscal impact is positive by between
$205,000 and $308,000.° This computation is replete with errots which, when corrected, leads to
exactly the opposite conclusion. For example, the Reetz study performed four years ago showed
that in Acton (not state-wide averages), apartmenis and condos generate approximately .25 school-
age children per unit. At 296 units that implies 75 school-age children, not the 31 to 46 number
used by the applicant.’ Second, the per pupil cost used by the applicant is a FY03 number based
on Acton elementary only and fails to include the Acton-Boxborough Regional School which has a
much higher per pupil cost ($8,500 according to the Department of Education in FY03). A more
appropriate estimate is to take the current AB Regional School District budget and the current APS

UThe difference on the 1 bedroom rental is only 8 percent and on the small two-bedroom unit, it is only 4
percent.

2 We have reviewed each of these studies, and the applicant has generally picked the lowest school-age
children ratio that could be found in cach study.

* This appears to be the total taxes paid on the site — the appropriate value to use is the additional taxes to be
paid over and above what is currently being paid.

4 This number is, we believe, at least two years old.

* Computed as follows: 46 children * $6800 = $312,300 which is $205,000 less than the property taxes to
be paid of $519,000.

5 This is a reasonable expectation given the attractiveness of Acton’s schools {0 all households.



budget divided by total enrollment (including out of district placements) which yields a per pupil
cost of $9,000. Applying these more correct numbers yields an additional education cost to the
town of $675,000 which, by itself, exceeds the total tax revenue of $519,000 by over $155,000.
Thus without even considering the additional costs related to public safety, this project is a net
fiscal drain on the town. Given the project’s large size and remote location, we would anticipate
ihere to be sizeable additional costs associated with providing adequate police, fire and emergeacy
medical protection. Not only is this important because of response times from Acton Police and
Fire Stations to the Acton citizens who would reside in this complex, it is critical to those who
would reside in the Westford portion. Westford police, fire and emergency medical services
would have to respond from the Center of Westiord, through portions of Littleton and Acton, to
reach their citizens in this complex. Indeed, we question whether Westford can even provide
legitimate emergency public safety services to their residents, given the long distance they must
travel. Also, recent experience with other multi-family projects suggests that such developments
require a considerably higher level of service than do single family homes. The Town Manager is
working with staff to develop some estimates m the above regards. We believe that it is important
that we provide the ZBA with a complete fiscal impact analysis of this project, so that you may
properly evaluate the essential needs for mitigation. We also know that at one point the Finance
Committee was interested in working on this issue and may be preparing their own analysis.

e Traffic impacts — The Board of Appeals should require the applicant to fund a consultant to advise
the Town with respect to traffic impacts and mitigation. Also, Acton’s Transportation Advisory
Committee (TAC) must be engaged to work with the consultant and review and critique the mraffic
study contained in the application. It would seem that any additional traffic on Great Road is too
much, but the study projects additional trips at peak mormning of 180 per hour and pezk evening of
228 per hour.” That is an additional 3 cars per minute on this road. All of the service levels along
this stretch of Great Road will move to level of service F if they are not already there. Again it
seems appropriate for the applicant to provide some form of mitigation for these traffic impacts.

¢ Density — it would appear that this project includes too many units and will be a fiscal drain on the
town’s already thin resources. There appears to be some wetlands issues which must be addressed
and the applicant is considering giving some land for conservation purposes. Given that about
17.7 of the 19.4 acres in Acton are buildable, that translates into a density of 16.7 units per acre.
Obviously if the developer intends to come back with additional units on the land that is part of
this proposal (both in Acton and/or Westford) but not current proposed for development under this
application, then these density computations are too low. This density seems high particularly
given its extraordinarily remote iocation. We would suggest that we should discuss the trade-offs
between reducing the density of the project vs. obtaining some form of mitigation for the adverse
fiscal impact of the project. A good starting point would be for the developer to consider
constructing {or paying the debt service on) a new fire station located closer to the site than the
current Center Fire Station such that emergency response times to this remote site could be
significantly improved.

Very truly yours,

F. Dore' Hunter,
Chairman

7 §ome of this iraffic will move west on Great Road but the traffic study projects 99 trips per hour headed
east on Great Road each morning at peak.



